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Abstract 
In a modern society, the issues of sustainable development have evolved on different levels, from the new 
global frameworks over governmental policies to the new business models. In the 1980s, the term sustainable 
development emerged from the relationship between preserving the planet and meeting human needs (IUCN, 
1980). The general idea behind the concept of sustainable development is to meet the needs of the present 
generation without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (United Nations 
General Assembly, 1987). As one of the main challenges in economics and business, the concept of sustainable 
development has also emerged in the wide area of business economics.  The aim of this paper is to provide an 
extensive literature overview dealing with the concept of sustainable development within a field of business 
economics. For the purpose of the analysis a bibliometric approach with multiple correspondence analyses has 
been used on the Web of Science Core Collection database for the observed period of ten years. The results 
illustrate the importance of sustainable development as a topic, as well as wide range of approaches and 
variety of sub-topics linked to the concept of sustainable development in business and economics literature.
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Zastupljenost održivog razvoja u znanstvenim radovima 
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Sažetak
U suvremenom društvu pitanja održivog razvoja razvijala su se na različitim razinama, od novih globalnih 
okvira, preko politika vlada do novih poslovnih modela. U 1980-ima pojam održivi razvoj nastao je iz 
međuodnosa očuvanja planeta i ispunjavanja ljudskih potreba (IUCN, 1980). Opća ideja koncepta održivog 
razvoja je zadovoljavanje potreba sadašnje generacije, bez ugrožavanja sposobnosti budućih generacija 
da zadovolje svoje potrebe (Opća skupština Ujedinjenih naroda, 1987.). Kao jedan od glavnih izazova u 
ekonomiji i poslovanju, pojam održivog razvoja pojavio se i na širokom području poslovne ekonomije. 
Cilj ovog rada je pružiti pregled opsežne literature, koja se bavi konceptom održivog razvoja u području 
poslovne ekonomije. U svrhu analize, korišten je bibliometrijski pristup s višestrukim korespondentnim 
analizama na bazama baze podataka Web of Science Core Collection database za promatrano razdoblje 
od deset godina. Rezultati ukazuju na važnost održivog razvoja kao teme, kao i na širok raspon pristupa i 
raznolikosti podtema koje su povezane s konceptom održivog razvoja u poslovnoj i ekonomskoj literaturi. 
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1. Introduction
Over the past 40 years, what began as a simple con-
cern for the environment has matured into a wide-
spread apprehension that is causing people from 
government to private enterprise to take action 
(Higgins, 2013). The World Summit on Sustainable 
Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg in 2002 was 
a landmark of forging partnerships between the 
United Nations, governments, business and NGOs 
to gather resources for addressing global environ-
ment, health and poverty challenges. International 
drivers such as the UN Millennium Development 
Goals and the UN Decade of Education for sustain-
able development 2005-2014 shape the reality of 
sustainable development today (Elkadi, 2010). 
Academic and corporate interest on sustainable 
development has also risen considerably in recent 
years. Some authors consider sustainability as a 
synonym for sustainable development, and oth-
er authors see sustainability as a process which 
leads to the goal of sustainable development. Kahn 
(1995) noted that the paradigm of ‘sustainable de-
velopment’ rests on three conceptual pillars. These 
pillars are ‘economic sustainability’, ‘social sustain-
ability’, and ‘environmental sustainability’. In the 
business economics, it became convenient to think 
of sustainability as a "triple bottom line" (Sartori, 
Latrônico & Campos, 2014). For Elkington (1997), 
creator of the term “Triple Bottom Line”, sustain-
ability is the balance between the mentioned three 
pillars: environmental, economic and social. 
In the contemporary literature from the field 
of business economics, many questions about 
sustainability arise. One of the most important is 
the question about the relation between economic 
growth and sustainability: are economic growth 
and sustainability mutually exclusive (Higgins, 
2014)? Beside many questions, there are also 
a lot of proposed approaches to the concept of 
sustainability. The approaches depend on the 
scientific field but also on the field of application. 
The main goal of this paper is to provide an inside 
view into the topic of sustainable development 
from the perspective of the academic literature in 
the field of business economics. In order to provide 
the map of the research topics, in combination with 
literature content analysis (Duriau, Reger & Pfarrer, 
2007; Khoo, Jin-Cheon & Jaidka, 2011; Seuring & 
Gold, 2012), bibliometrics analysis and methods 
of multiple correspondences have been used 
(Thomson Reuters, 2008; Dabic, González-Loureiro 
& Furrer, 2014; Dabic, González-Loureiro & Harvey, 
2015; López-Duarte, González-Loureiro, Vidal-
Suárez & González-Díaz, 2016; Gonzalez-Loureiro, 
Sousa & Pinto, 2017). 
2. Methodological procedure and 
findings
Based on the goals of this paper, we defined the 
criteria for selecting journals, papers and content 
analysis. Search was performed by using quotation 
string “sustainable development” in titles, keywords, 
and abstracts in the papers published in the jour-
nals from the field of business economics. Sample 
of journals from the field of business economics was 
gathered through one of the most relevant scientific 
citation databases Web of Science Core Collection 
database, which included indexes: SCI-EXPANDED, 
SSCI, A & HCI, CPCI-S, CPCI-SSH, BKCI-S, BKCI-SSH, 
ESCI, CCR-EXPANDED, and IC. 
This procedure has returned a total of 1988 papers 
for a defined period of ten years. Generating the 
Source: the authors.
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number of publication per year in the period from 
2007 to July 2017 demonstrates the development 
and importance of the field in question within the 
studies from the field of business economics. Each 
year academics published on average more than 
181 papers on the topic of sustainable development 
(Figure 1).
Most relevant sources were some of the highly 
cited journals with high impact factors. Ecological 
Economics with 127 papers and impact factor 2.965 
was the most relevant journal in this research topic. 
Some of the other also relevant sources/journals 
were: Business strategy and the environment (96), 
Corporate social responsibility and environmental 
management (70), Amfiteatru economic (60) and 
Journal of business ethics (54) with impact factors 
respectively 3.076, 2.852, 0.584, and 2.354. Jour-
nals with highest impact factors and a significant 
number of papers in the sample were also: Tourism 
management (4.707), Supply chain management-an 
international journal (4.072), Energy Economics 
(3.199) and European journal of operational re-
search (3.297). The most influential journals from 
the perspective of sustainable development topic 
are listed in the table below (Table 1).
Counting the number of citations, most influential 
authors in the field for the period 2007-2017 are: 
Jayaraman, V. (427), Klassen, R. (388), Linton, J. D. 
(388), Zavadskas, E. K. (337), Geels, F. W. (251) and 
Schot, J. (251). Other authors with significant cita-
tions are listed in the table below (Table 2). 
First of the three most influential authors, Jayara-
man, Klassen and Linton (2007) have published a 
paper titled “Sustainable supply chains: An intro-
duction”, which is now counting 388 citations. Paper 
discusses the globalization of business processes 
and its sustainability regarding several phases: 
Journal F Impact factor
ECOLOGICAL ECONOMICS 127 2,965
BUSINESS STRATEGY AND THE ENVIRONMENT 96 3,076
CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY AND ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGEMENT 70 2,852
AMFITEATRU ECONOMIC 60 0,564
JOURNAL OF BUSINESS ETHICS 54 2,354
TECHNOLOGICAL AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT OF ECONOMY 46 2,818
ACTUAL PROBLEMS OF ECONOMICS 42 N/A
FUTURES 39 1,802
TECHNOLOGICAL FORECASTING AND SOCIAL CHANGE 36 2,625
TRANSFORMATIONS IN BUSINESS & ECONOMICS 28 0,462
INTERNATIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL AGREEMENTS-POLITICS LAW AND 
ECONOMICS 27 1,651
WORLD DEVELOPMENT 25 2,848
TOURISM MANAGEMENT 22 4,707
MARKETING AND MANAGEMENT OF INNOVATIONS 19 0,567
AFRICAN JOURNAL OF BUSINESS MANAGEMENT 18 0,220
EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF OPERATIONAL RESEARCH 18 3,297
REGIONAL STUDIES 18 2,068
SYSTEMS RESEARCH AND BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE 18 1,034
MANAGEMENT DECISION 17 1,396
AGRICULTURAL ECONOMICS-ZEMEDELSKA EKONOMIKA 16 0,751
ENERGY ECONOMICS 15 3,199
ENVIRONMENTAL & RESOURCE ECONOMICS 14 1,582
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF CONSUMER STUDIES 14 1,510
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF STRATEGIC PROPERTY MANAGEMENT 14 0,710
INZINERINE EKONOMIKA-ENGINEERING ECONOMICS 14 1,160
SYSTEMIC PRACTICE AND ACTION RESEARCH 14 0,677
E & M EKONOMIE A MANAGEMENT 13 0,880
JOURNAL OF BUSINESS ECONOMICS AND MANAGEMENT 13 0,968
SUPPLY CHAIN MANAGEMENT - AN INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL 13 4,072
ACCOUNTING AUDITING & ACCOUNTABILITY JOURNAL 12 2,732
Source: the authors. 
Table 1 List of most influential sources/journals
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Product design, Manufacturing byproducts, Byprod-
ucts produced during product use, Product life cycle 
extension, Product end of life cycle, and Recovery 
process at the end of product life cycle. Authors 
emphasize optimization of supply chains aiming to 
generate highest added value considering external 
effects of businesses activities.  
Jayaraman, Hsu, Tan and Zailani (2013) coauthored 
another paper titled “Supply chain drivers that 
foster the development of green initiatives in an 
emerging economy”, which counted 39 citations. 
That paper is promoting organizational sustainabil-
ity in the emerging economies and discovers drivers 
that motivate firms to adopt a green supply chain. 
Zavadskas, also one of the most influential authors 
has coauthored a total of six papers on the topic 
of sustainability. In Zavadskas and Turskis (2011) 
authors emphasize an increasing importance of 
operational research and sustainable development 
approach in business decisions while other four pa-
pers co-authored by Zavadskas (2008; 2010; 2012; 
2013; 2015) deal with sustainability in construction 
and buildings. Zavadskas et al. (2015) was the most 
recent paper regarding tourism titled “Sustainable 
tourism: a comprehensive literature review on 
frameworks and applications”. 
Geels and Schot (2008) have published a paper 
titled “Strategic niche management and sustain-
able innovation journeys: theory, findings, research 
agenda, and policy”, discussing the framework nec-
essary for technological advancement where new, 
more sustainable technologies, replace old ones 
which have so far been causing pollution. 
Seuring coauthored four papers and the one with 
most citations (151) was with Gold and Beske titled 
“Sustainable Supply Chain Management and In-
ter-Organizational Resources: A Literature Review” 
(2010), showing literature review of major Brazilian 
Author Number of total citations Number of papers with citation
Average number of citations 
per paper
Jayaraman, V 427 2 214
Klassen, R 388 1 388
Linton, JD 388 1 388
Zavadskas, EK 332 6 55
Geels, FW 251 1 251
Schot, J 251 1 251
Seuring, S 219 4 44
Turskis, Z 206 1 206
Intralawan, A 204 1 204
Landgrave, R 204 1 204
Martinez, ML 204 1 204
Perez-Maqueo, O 204 1 204
Sutton, P 204 1 204
Vazquez, G 204 1 204
Bohringer, C 198 1 198
Jochem, PEP 198 1 99
Yuan, JH 190 2 95
Hu, ZG 186 1 186
Kang, JG 186 1 186
Zhao, CH 186 1 186
Gray, R 174 1 174
Kolk, A 163 4 41
Klassen, RD 160 3 53
Beske, P 154 2 77
Gold, S 151 1 151
Boudreau, MC 146 1 146
Chen, AJ 146 1 146
Sarkis, J 146 3(4) 49
Watson, RT 146 1 146
Ciegis, R 135 7(8) 19
Source: the authors. 
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journals and conference proceedings. Seuring also 
coauthored other papers such as: “Environmental 
impacts as buying criteria for third party logistical 
services” (2010), “Business Strategy at the Base 
of the Pyramid” (2011) and “New players in FDI: 
sovereign wealth funds, private equity, and emerg-
ing-market multinationals” (2011). 
Finally, one of the most influential authors was 
Martinez who in 2007 coauthored the paper “The 
coasts of our world: Ecological, economic and so-
cial importance”. On the basis of their ecological, 
economic and social performance author stresses 
the importance of coastal countries recognizing 
them as important contributors to human prosper-
ity whose sustainable development in the light of 
climate change is of great importance.
Additionally, the full list of the most cited papers 
for the observed period is visible in the Table 3. 
Bohringer and Jochem (2010) which belong in top 
ten cited papers coauthor the paper called “Measur-
ing the immeasurable - A survey of sustainability in-
dices”, testing the goodness of various sustainabil-
ity measures used in policy creation and came to a 
conclusion that most currently used indices lack the 
scientific stamina and therefore being useless and 
even misleading. 
Furthermore, also in one of the most cited papers, 
Yuan, Kang, Zhao & Hu (2008) coauthoring “Ener-
gy consumption and economic growth: Evidence 
from China at both aggregated and disaggregated 
levels”, prove the long-run connection among GDP, 
labor, capital and energy use of China. On the basis 
of their finding, they create recommendations for 
providing sufficient capacities of energy supply in 
the short-run (emphasizing on the electric power 
and oil reserves) while in the long-run increasing 
efficiency, diversifying sources and employing more 
renewable technologies in energy production. In 
conclusion, they recommend China's growth should 
be less dependent on energy and other non-renew-
able resource exploitation. 
Gray (2010) has also one of the top ten cited pa-
pers called “Is accounting for sustainability actually 
accounting for sustainability and how would we 
know? An exploration of narratives of organizations 
and the planet” and examines the meaning of sus-
tainability in accounting and finance and emphasiz-
es rising critic of the sustainability reporting and 
speculation of possible advances in accounting for 
sustainability. The author also discusses definitions 
and contradictions in sustainable development 
touching upon dominant claims in the business 
movement of sustainability arena. 
Watson, Boudreau and Chen (2010) in the paper 
“Information systems and environmentally sus-
tainable development: energy informatics and new 
directions for its community” criticize information 
systems researchers, educators, journal editors and 
leaders to lag behind corporations and information 
systems units in application and underlying funda-
mental teachings of sustainability principles and 
therefore establish a new field of research called 
energy informatics, aiming to apply the knowledge 
of information systems for increasing energy effi-
ciency. 
Martinez-Alier et al. (2010) in the paper “Sustain-
able de-growth: Mapping the context, criticisms 
and future prospects of an emergent paradigm” 
with its origins in the field of ecology economics 
and anthropology present a growing body of re-
search which is in contrast to the dominant growth 
imperative paradigm associated with unchecked 
consumerism, excessive materials use and fossil 
fuel addiction. They propose the development of 
more equal and democratic society transitioning to 
a smaller economy with less production and con-
sumption. 
Finally, Hall, Daneke and Lenox (2010) coauthored 
one of the most cited paper titled “Sustainable 
development and entrepreneurship: Past contribu-
tions and future directions”, recognizing entrepre-
neurship as the source of society’s transformation, 
dealing with two levels of actor incentives: individ-
ual and institutional.
As the final step in this literature review authors 
construct an illustrative map of the topics in the 
selected research field. Starting with all author’s 
keywords, topics were derived by selecting those 
keywords which appear in most papers, abstract 
and keywords later arriving to their final number 
represented in at least 5% of all papers. Set of these 
unique topics were compared with each paper’s ti-
tle, abstract and keywords creating a data matrix. 
Rows of this matrix were papers, columns were 
topics and the heart of the matrix was consisted 
from zeroes and ones: 1 if the topic is included 
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and 0 if the topic is not included. Topics appearing 
in less than 5% of all papers were discarded from 
further observation. Following only most relevant 
topics, the previously mentioned matrix was im-
ported in SPSS. Multiple correspondence analysis 
was conducted in order to obtain the two-dimen-
sional coordinates of each keyword and its abso-
lute frequency of appearances. Most relevant topics 
in ascending frequency are listed in Appendix 1. 
Two-dimensional map is generated on the basis 
of the topics in the sample of WOS on “sustainable 
development” topic in the analyzed papers from the 
field of business economics.
Figure 2 gives two types of information. First is the 
list of most relevant (most often used) topics and 
second information is given regarding their clus-
tering on the basis of their mutual appearances. 
The following topics explain more than 50% of 
the sample variance (eigenvalues of the first di-
mension was .295 and second .228): Knowledge, 
Challenges, Quality, Corporate social, Stakeholder, 
Performance, Economy, Government, Growth, Future, 
Organization, Region, Resource, Global, Business, 
Value, Process, Firm, Strategy, Management, Policy, 
Sustainability, Impact, Economic and Environment.
Topics are clustered in four main areas. The first 
cluster, on the left side of the figure, deals with: 
growth, information, firm, global, policy and gov-
ernment. The second cluster, located in the middle 
of the figure, deals with challenges, city, tourism, 
impact, environment, report, strategy, Europe, in-
vestment, management, sustainability, benefits, 
consumption, project, services, process, green, 
organization, governance, building, stakeholder, 
resource, value, assessment, problems, energy, peo-
ple, principles, opportunity, performance, education, 
products. The third cluster, located top right, deals 
with innovation, climate, technology, knowledge, 
capital, efficiency, future, risk, region, China and 
integration. The fourth and final cluster of topics, 
located bottom right, deals with business, planning, 
trade, experience and community. 
3. Conclusion
There are several conclusions that emerged from 
the research presented in this paper. The overall 
analysis illustrates the appearance of wide range 
topics and sub-topics within a frame of sustainable 
development concept in the analyzed literature 
from the field of business and economics for the 
observed period of ten years. Therefore, it can be 
concluded that the concept of sustainable devel-
opment is a well recognized, growing paradigm 
within the literature of business economics. The 
diffusion of the concept through business econom-
ics literature in the last decade has been recorded 
in multiple directions. The concept of sustainable 
development has been observed from different per-
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spectives and on different levels of analyses. The 
level of analysis in the observed literature varies 
from the micro-organizational perspectives over 
economic policies and global issues considering 
economical aspects of sustainable development 
to the theoretical contributions in conceptual-
ization and operationalization of the concept of 
sustainability in the field of business economics. 
Further similar researches should consider defining 
additional criteria to evaluate the importance of 
sustainable development for the purpose of cate-
gorization of the sub-topics and levels of analysis 
within the literature of business economics.
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